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Introduction
Critical thinking is central to learning in higher education; it should be demonstrated to meet core assessment criteria for written assignments (e.g., , and it is associated with academic achievement and employability (Halx & Reybold, 2005) . However, many students struggle to understand critical thinking and demonstrate it in their assignments (e.g., Kreth, Crawford, Taylor & Brockman, 2010) , and Halonen (1995) argued that critical thinking is a mystified process that requires greater examination and questioning.
Standard definitions often do not make its meaning very clear or explicit, for example one cross-disciplinary expert consensus defined critical thinking as "purposeful, selfregulatory judgment which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well as explanation of the evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or contextual considerations upon which that judgment is based" (Facione, 1990, p. 2) .
There is also no clear consensus on whether critical thinking involves generic skills that can be applied across disciplines (Sa, West, & Stanovich , 1999) or whether it is more closely related to specific subject knowledge (Garside, 1996) . Partly for that reason, instructional interventions to improve critical thinking have sometimes been delivered in specialized courses and sometimes embedded in the disciplinary curriculum (Abrami, Bernard, Borokhovski, Wade, Surkes, Tamim, et al., 2008) .
In the discipline of psychology, there is a rather similar debate about whether critical thinking instruction should focus on generic skills related to reasoning and research (Bensley, 1997; Meltzoff, 1998) , or whether it can only be understood in the context of psychological theory and practice (Yanchar, Slife, & Warne (2008) . The present study aimed to inform strategies to improve shared understandings of critical thinking in psychology and incorporate critical thinking in a more explicit way in the Psychology curriculum. We used qualitative methods to explore and describe students' and lecturers' beliefs and understandings about critical thinking in depth and in their own words.
Methods

Participants
The participants were 26 undergraduate students and four lecturers in the psychology department at the University of Derby, UK. The student sample comprised 12 first-year, seven second-year and seven third-year psychology students, ranging in age from 18 to 45 years. There were five males and 21 females, which is representative of UK Psychology students generally.
The lecturer 1 sample comprised four males and one female, who taught on the same psychology courses taken by the student participants and had between five and 30 years teaching experience in higher education.
Data collection
Students were interviewed in focus groups, (six student focus groups, with two in each year group), and lecturers were interviewed individually. Each session lasted approximately 45 minutes, and were all conducted by the lead author. A semi-structured interview schedule was used (see Tables 1 and 2 ), this was supplemented with a small number of standard probe questions in conjunction with the funnelling technique 2 . The interviews and focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Data analysis
We wished to identify students' and lecturers' understandings and beliefs about critical thinking, so the research was conducted from a critical realist perspective, which acknowledges the constructed nature of knowledge about the world (Archer, Bhaskar, Collier, Lawson, & Norrie, 1998) and is characterized as a process of discovery (Willig, 2008) . The transcripts were analysed using thematic analysis, a qualitative method used to identify patterns of meaning in textual data (Boyatzis, 1998) . We employed Braun and
Clarke's six-step thematic analytic method, which involves 1) reading and re-reading transcripts to familiarise with the data, 2) generating initial codes, 3) identifying potential themes, 4) reviewing themes, 5) defining, specifying and naming the themes, and 6) writing the report (Braun & Clarke, 2006) . Reliability of the analysis of the data was achieved with 'investigator triangulation'; to allow cross validation & transparency to occur during the data interpretation process (e.g., Janesick, 2000).
---
Insert tables 1 and 2 about here ---
Results
Four main themes emerged from the data analysis. These were labeled 'vague beginnings', 'conceptualizations', 'development and transitions', and 'learning strategies'. Each theme represented the understandings and beliefs of both students and lecturers, with differences between student and lecturers incorporated within rather than between themes. In this section, we present a narrative analysis of the major themes that emerged from the analysis, together with brief extracts from the transcripts to illustrate each theme.
Vague beginnings
This theme dealt with students' first experiences with the concept of critical thinking, and lecturers and students' expectations of it. Students' initial understandings and expectations were very vague, with many expressions of failing to understand both what critical thinking is, and how to do it:
To be honest, with not understanding it, I wouldn't have taken it in as anything important, [...] it didn't have a meaning (Third year student)
Everybody says to do it, but nobody actually says how to do it (Second year student)
One issue for lecturers was uncertainty about how much critical thinking needed to be explained and the extent to which it could be made explicit:
It's a term which is banded around quite a lot, and I have used it a lot without much thought. It's one of those things everyone understands don't they, it's obvious isn't it? (Lecturer 3)
This theme suggests that students need clearer, more explicit guidance about what critical thinking is and how to do it, but also includes lecturer understandings that challenged the need to make the meaning of critical thinking more explicit.
Conceptualisations
This theme dealt with understandings of the meaning of critical thinking. A dominant view expressed by both students and lecturers was that critical thinking was an intuitive ability that could not be explicitly taught: Both students and lecturers described critical thinking in terms of intuitive or implicit skills that were both generic and related to subject knowledge. The understandings expressed in this theme explain to some extent, the lack of understanding described in the previous theme.
Development and transitions
This theme dealt with the ways in which critical thinking developed over time and with educational experience. Students described how their understanding of critical thinking developed slowly, over time, often in quite informal ways: This theme demonstrates that understanding and acquiring critical thinking skills is part of an evolving learning process, with the ability to demonstrate critical thinking in assessed assignments taking place towards the end of that process.
You know it doesn't come easily, it takes time to learn (Third year student)
I think it was quite difficult at first, but I think it does get easier
Learning strategies
This theme focused on students' and lecturers' beliefs and experiences about how critical thinking could be developed or promoted. One element of this was about the value of explicit demonstration and explanation:
It needs to be […] a focus for a lecture and workshop […]. So that you actually get some feedback on 'this is what you did right, this is what you did wrong, and
this is where you need to take it next.' (Second year student) Importantly this theme identified active learning strategies to increase critical thinking, with lecturers and students both advocating the value of structured group exercises as a useful learning tool.
Discussion
To sum, both students and lecturers regarded critical thinking as a complex activity that is linked to subject-specific knowledge and generic thinking skills. They described critical thinking as an intuitive skill that was difficult to explain explicitly, and emphasised the importance of examples, structured activities and social interaction in its development. Students found demonstrating critical thinking in their written assignments especially challenging, and described how their understanding and ability developed slowly in the absence of formal instruction. The findings help to understand why and how critical thinking often remains a 'mystified concept' (Halonen, 1995) , and suggest that it continues to be an under-analyzed area of education. The respondents also suggested potential approaches for efforts to demystify and promote critical thinking.
The primary need identified was for more explicit explanation and instruction about critical thinking. This is consistent with evidence that critical thinking can be enhanced through instructional interventions (Abrami et al., 2008) , and evidence that explicit teaching of critical thinking is more effective than implicitly embedding critical thinking skills within other tasks (e.g., Halpern, 2003) . A number of taxonomies and stepby-step guides to critical thinking in psychology exist already (e.g., Halpern, 2007) , but our findings indicate that the value of such material could be enhanced by more active interaction, modelling and informal discussion about critical thinking, consistent with other evidence about the value of social interaction for learning (Tinto, 1997) . We therefore argue for existing taxonomies of critical thinking (e.g., Halpern, 2007) to be introduced to students at points when there are opportunities for discussion and for considering critical thinking alongside the disciplinary learning outcomes and assignments for assessment.
A key target for instructional exercises on critical thinking might be to challenge the attitude of 'you have either got it or you haven't' and promote the view of critical thinking as a complex skill that can be developed through practice, so that students are encouraged to value critical thinking and to become more active, analytic thinkers.
Critical thinking is related to core assessment criteria for written assignments , so it is possible that structured interactive exercises developed to improve student understanding and ability in relation to core assessment criteria such as critical evaluation and development of argument could be adapted to focus on critical thinking. This approach would involve small group work and discussion of examples, and would focus on the way that critical thinking is evidenced for student assessment. It would therefore address the issues raised by students in the present study about demonstrating critical thinking in written assignments.
In conclusion, the findings help to understand how and why critical thinking has often continued to puzzle students and lecturers in psychology. These insights can inform structured efforts to promote critical thinking that combine explicit explanations and definitions with interactive exercises. 'When you are faced with the task of demonstrating "critical thinking" within your work and assignments, how complex do you find this task to achieve?' 'How do you think students could improve their "critical thinking" skills?'
'What type of resources do you think would be especially useful in helping to improve your "critical thinking" skills?'
'How applicable do you think "critical thinking" is to the area of psychology?' 'Do you think the application of "critical thinking" may differ between different areas of study, say for example between psychology and civil engineering students?' 'How has your understanding of "critical thinking" changed since you have been at university?' Table 2 Interview Questions for Staff 'What does the phrase "critical thinking" mean to you?' 'How do you think "critical thinking" is applicable to students who are entering Higher Education?'
'How applicable do you think "critical thinking" is to psychology?' 'Do you think the application of "critical thinking" may differ between different areas of study, say for example between psychology and civil engineering students?'
'How do you think students can demonstrate "critical thinking" in their written work and assignments?'
'How do you think students could improve their "critical thinking" skills?'
'When you ask students to use "critical discussion" within their assignments, what are you requesting them to do?
'What do you think the term "critical thinking" means to your students here at the University?'
'When faced with the task of demonstrating "critical thinking" skills within their work, how difficult is it for your students to achieve that?'
'What type of resources do you think would be especially useful in helping to improve your students "critical thinking" skills?'
'How does "critical thinking" affect the way you teach here at the university?'
'What kinds of teaching do you do with "critical thinking" specifically in mind?'
How has your understanding of "critical thinking" changed over the course of your academic career?
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